SUICIDE ATTACKS: MARTYRDOM OPERATIONS OR ACTS OF PERFIDY?* Muhammad Munir
One of the most disturbing developments in the history of warfare under Islamic law and international humanitarian law is the phenomenon of suicide attacks. These operations are carried out in many conflicts around the world, and have become a prominent feature in the present Iraq war,1 the occupied Palestinian territories,2 Afghanistan, Yemen, Somalia, and Pakistan.3 In this work, I shall focus on their use by Muslims from the perspective of Islamic jus in bello.
Historically, the first organized suicide attacks in Islam were carried out by the Nizari Ismā'īlī, a Shī'ite community. who initiated an open revolt against the Seljuk emirs (Arabic amīr-"commander" or "prince") and laid down the foundations of an independent Nizari Ismā'īlī State based on their fortress of Almut. The Seljuk vizir, Nizam al-Mulk (d. 1092) , is thought to have been the first prominent victim of the Nizari devotees (fida'is).5
There are many questions that need to be addressed in this discussion. For instance, what is the position of Islamic law vis-à-vis suicide attacks? Are they martyrdom operations or perfidious acts? Are there any circumstances imaginable in which such attacks are allowed? Can the heroism of the companions of the Prophet and Imām Ḥusayn on battlefields be considered as equivalent to suicide attacks? Who can carry out such attacks and against whom can they be carried out? Can women, children, and civilians be the target of such attacks? Are suicide attacks allowed by the Layha for the mujāhidīn in Afghanistan which they claim is based on Islamic law?6
Rulings of Selected Muslim Scholars Regarding Suicide Attacks
On 18 April 1983, the Lebanese Shī'ite organization Islamic Jihad (the precursor of Hisbollah, i.e. the Party of God) carried out suicide attacks on the US Embassy in West Beirut, killing 63 staff members. On 23 October that same year, the headquarters of the US and French forces in Beirut were attacked by suicide bombers, resulting in the death of 298 military men and women. According to Sa'ad-Ghorayeb, these suicide attacks took place because Khomeinī, the supreme Shī'ite leader or "marja'a",7 authorized them. The "martyrs", as he termed them, at the US Marines' compound
